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CATALAN DESIGN OBVIOUSLY SHARES IN THE ESSENCE OF 
LATIN CULTURE, BUT IT ALSO SHOWS A CURIOUS MIX OF 
UNBRIDLED CREATIVITY AND SUBTLE STYLIZATION. 
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? ndustrial design arises from a highly complex industrial, com- 
mercial and cultural fabric. 
Given its particular history and geograph- 
ical location, this fabric developed in 
Catalonia long before the rest of Spain. 
The Industrial Revolution did not create 
an industry out of nothing, but transfor- 
med it where it already existed -that is, 
on the periphery and along the coast, 
where the old factories of the eight- 
eenth century had flourished with grea- 
ter or lesser fortune. Historical speciali- 
zation, tradition, natural resources and 
transport of raw materials by sea even- 
tually drew a map on which the north of 
the Peninsula led in the iron and steel 
industry while the east has specialized 
in manufacturing and consumer goods 
such as fabrics, furniture, paper and 
machinery -a curious industrial map in 
which the centres of political power 
have traditionally been dissociated 
frorn the centres of econornic power. 
This brief explanation is  necessary for 
an understanding of the present flour- 
ishing of industrial design in Catalonia, 
as it has not taken place through spon- 
taneous generation but has long been 
gestating in a rather unusual socio- 
economic context. The process by which 
artists were incorporated into the work 
of industrial creation started in Catalo- 
nia with Modernisme, as a result of the 
confidence shown by a series of busi- 
nessmen towards architects, decora- 
tors, cabinet-makers, glassworkers and 
ceramists. The work of Gaudi and his 
contemporaries left a cultural legacy and 
an indelible mark on Catalan visual cul- 
ture, and it would be no exaggeration to 
say that its spirit lives on in a great deal 
of the work of today's designers. 
The historical and political events that 
Catalonia lived for almost half a century 
did not exactly favour the development 
of a normalized industrial culture. This 
problem was keenly felt by designers 
themselves and by a series of progres- 
sive architects who in spite of the pitfalls 
and the obstacles the Franco régime put 
in their way were able to create a de- 
sign culture and an institutional infra- 
structure that formed the basis of future 
development in Catalan industrial de- 
sign. Although this design has only re- 
cently hit the pages of the international 
press, there are institutions in Barcelona 
that have existed for over twenty-five 
years, that have enorrnous vitality and 
that rnake her the indisputable capital in 
this sphere. 
The first association of industrial de- 
signers was forrned in 1960 within the 
Fornent de les Arts Decoratives, ADI- 
FAD. Today, the ADI has hundreds of 
rnernbers and carries out an erninently 
cultural task organising conferences, 
exhibitions and debates as well as the 
biannual DELTA lndustrial Design 
Awards for the best products of recent 
manufacture. The DELTA Awards have 
earned thernselves a reputation and a 
tradition inside and outside Catalonia 
and the presentation cerernony is  a 
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great social and public event. The ADI- 
FAD also awards the ADI Medal bian- 
nually to the best proiects undertaken 
by students of design. 
In 1973 the Fundació BCD -Barcelona 
Centre de Disseny Industrial- was 
created with the obiect of prornoting 
design in industry. Since its creation, the 
BCD has not only worked for private 
firrns but also for public cornpanies and 
has played an irnportant role in the in- 
terior and exterior prornotion of our de- 
sign. In collaboration with the Catalan 
governrnent, it has also organised irn- 
portant travelling exhibitions that have 
helped to rnake our design known out- 
side our country and publishes the Anuari 
d e  Disseny a Catalunya (Catalan De- 
sign Yearbookl, which is  always well 
received in the professional world and 
the exterior rnarket. 
More recently, in 1978, the Associació 
de Dissenyadors Professionals was set 
up with the object of defending rnern- 
bers' professional interests, publicizing 
the services they offer, contributing to 
the norrnalization of relations with corn- 
panies and preparing the ground for 
entry into the Cornrnon Market. Need- 
less to say, al1 these institutions have 
enjoyed full international recognition 
frorn the rnornent of their creation and 
are full rnernbers of the ICSlD (Interna- 
tional Council of Societies of Industrial 
Design) and the BEDA (Bureau of Euro- 
pean Designers Associations). 
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Unlike the first generations of de- 
signers, who come from the world of 
architecture or were self-taught, young 
people today have specialized study 
courses available to them in a number 
of places. The present schools of indus- 
trial design were established in the six- 
ties. The Elisava and Eina schools arose 
through private initiative and have al- 
ways been specifically devoted to de- 
sign; in contrast, the Massana and Llot- 
¡a schools were already-existing public 
schools of arts and crafts that incorpor- 
ated industrial design courses into their 
programmes at about the same time. 
During the last decade, the demand for 
places has grown enormously and the 
number of industrial design students in 
Barcelona is very high -amongst other 
things, because the city attracts young 
people from al1 over the country and 
also from abroad. 
The media have played a vital part in 
the normalization and spread of our 
design. The subject is  beginning to be a 
common one in the newspapers, where 
there are regular columns and sections 
in the Sunday supplements devoted to 
design. Almost al1 the specialist maga- 
zines are published in Catalonia and 
their circulations are increasing al1 the 
time. The magazine ON reached its 
hundredth issue long ago and is much 
respected for its tradition and its pro- 
fessionality. In contrast, Ardi offers in- 
formation of a more avant-garde na- 
ture, close to the most unorthodox trends 
in design. Apart from these large- 
circulation publications, there are also 
others of a more restricted readership, 
such as Temes de disseny, published by 
the Elisava school, or Editorial Gustavo 
Gili's collection on design, both of 
which are directed specifically at the 
professional world. 
Small and medium-sized companies 
producing consumer goods ífurniture, 
lamps, fabrics, dinner-sets, etc.) have 
traditionally been good customers for 
design, which is left to independent stu- 
dios and professionals, thus giving rise 
to the "artist's design" which some peo- 
ple dislike. However, the range of sec- 
tors currently showing an interest in de- 
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sign is growing considerably and sorne 
firrns ernploy their own tearns, who do a 
highly specialized job, though one that 
is more anonyrnous and less well- 
known. We rnust also rernernber that the 
adrninistration, in its wish to irnprove its 
irnage and provide a better service, 
gives rise to large-scale projects, espe- 
cially in the field of transport (railways, 
underground, buses, signpostingl, 
which dernand a considerable profes- 
sional and technological effort. 
The factors favouring the surprising 
popularity of industrial design in Cata- 
lonia and deterrnining its international 
recognition are rnany and varied, and 
in this respect we can speak of a happy 
coincidence at a particular period in 
history which will culrninate in the 1992 
Olyrnpic Garnes and entry into the Euro- 
pean Single Market. 
Spain's entry into the European Cornrnu- 
nity has definitely been a great stirnulus 
to Catalan trade and industry, and the 
abolition of interior borders foreseen 
for next year will help even more. 
Aware of the challenge facing thern, quite 
a nurnber of firrns, especially in the furni- 
ture sector, have worked hard to recon- 
vert and up-date, ernploying full-time 
designers and visiting the international 
trade fairs, where they hit the headlines 
because of the originality and the parti- 
cular style of their products. 
Needless to soy, for Catalan design, 
born of the rnarriage between culture 
and industry, the aesthetic trends and 
avant-gardes of the eighties have been 
extrernely stirnulating as they have 
rneant the end of rationalist orthodoxy 
and the reiection of excessively rigid 
aesthetic canons with which our Medite- 
rranean culture and our innate tendency 
towards individualisrn never felt fully 
identified. Our design obviously shares 
in the essence of Latin culture and has 
certain things in cornrnon with ltalian de- 
sign, but rnany observers are agreed 
that seen in its totality it also shows a 
curious and difficult blend of unbridled 
creativity and subtle stylization, a result 
of its singular and unorthodox assirnila- 
tion of international trends over the last 
decades. • 
